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5. Colour too Soon? The Past as Dressing Up

1. The Pho to graph as Time Ma ‐
chine
This art icle traces the in flu ence of two co termin ous early pho to‐ 
graph ers, Al ex an der Robert Hogg of Bel fast, Ire land (1870-1939) and
Sergei Prokúdin- Gorsky of St Peters burg, Rus sia (1863-1944) on my
own prac tice as a poet. I have writ ten ex tens ively about early pho to‐ 
graphy, par tic u larly (though not ex clus ively) in my col lec tion Par al lax
(2012). The Ox ford Eng lish Dic tion ary defines ‘par al lax’ as the ‘[d]if‐ 
fer ence or change in the ap par ent po s i tion or dir ec tion of an ob ject
as seen from two dif fer ent points’. In terms of pho to graphy spe cific‐ 
ally, ‘par al lax’ refers to ‘[a] de fect in the pho to graphic image caused
by dif fer ences in the po s i tions of parts of the cam era; spec. in cor rect
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fram ing of an image due to the dif fer ent po s i tions of the view finder
and the lens.’ (The Ox ford Eng lish Dic tion ary. Ac cessed via: https://w
ww.oed.com/dic tion ary/par al lax_n?tab=mean ing_and_use). My
own col lec tion Par al lax is thus a work whose very title is a pho to‐ 
graphic term, and which func tions as an ex ten ded med it a tion on
mor tal ity, socio- economic in equal ity, the eth ics and aes thet ics of
fram ing, and the know ab il ity – or oth er wise – of his tor ical fact. Ori‐ 
gin ally de livered re motely as a hy brid lecture- cum-poetry-reading
dur ing the Icon o morphoses con fer ence in Dijon in March 2023, what
fol lows rep lic ates the pat tern of the ori ginal per form ance by in ter‐ 
spers ing the text of my own poems with ex plic at ory text.

“One day, quite some time ago,” be gins Ro land Barthes in his sem inal
book about pho to graphy, Cam era Lu cida, “I happened on a pho to‐ 
graph of Na po leon’s young est brother, Jérôme, taken in 1852. And I
real ised then, with an amazement I have not been able to lessen
since, ‘I am look ing at eyes that looked at the em peror’” (1980� 3).

2

Barthes is de scrib ing here a mir acle of tele scoped time. Via a pho to‐ 
graph taken in 1852 and two pairs of eyes- cum-portals (Jérôme Bona‐ 
parte’s and Ro land Barthes’), the semi- mythical fig ure of Na po leon
Bona parte, firmly fixed in the pre- photography past, is hauled for‐ 
cibly into the pur view of our own con tem por ary mo ment. Through
this pho to graph of Jérôme, Barthes ex per i ences the shock of time
flat ten ing and com ing close – to a dizzy ing, two- century ex tent. This
pho to graph of Na po leon’s younger brother is ar rest ing in other ways,
too. As with all pho to graphs of people in the past, Barthes real ises, he
is con tem plat ing the already- dead. Yet through the pho to graph, the
already- dead are pre served, still alive and star ing back at him. It is a
para dox of con found ing pro por tions.

3

In Cam era Lu cida, Barthes fam ously con trasts the gen eral sub ject of
the pho to graph (‘stu dium’) with the un ex pec ted, often an om al ous,
de tail in the corner (‘punctum’). It is the ‘punctum’, he ar gues, which
pierces us, flays us, which en sures the pho to graph re mains forever
ir resolv able, trans form ing it into art, in stead of mere doc u ment ary
com ment ary. To wards the end of Cam era Lu cida, Barthes de scribes a
second ‘punctum’ in op er a tion in every pho to graph – time. “This new
punctum”, he goes on, “which is no longer of form but of in tens ity, is
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Time, the la cer at ing em phasis of the noeme (‘that- has-been’): its pure
rep res ent a tion” (1980� 96).

Jérôme is dead, long dead, and through the portal of his fraternal
eyes, Na po leon is even deader than he is. Yet here Jérôme stands,
look ing out at us. It is pre cisely this un set tling pres ence of the liv ing
dead, so pier cing for Ro land Barthes, that has also in spired me.

5

2. Al ex an der Robert Hogg (1870-
1939)
In 2010, quite by chance, I happened across some pho to graphs taken
of Bel fast al most a hun dred years earlier. Five of these pho to graphs
were hanging on the wall of an up stairs cor ridor in the Ul ster Hall, a
Vic torian theatre in Bel fast city centre. Fea tur ing the backs of houses
col lapsing into heaps of broken bricks, smashed win dows and yawn‐ 
ing door ways, these im ages stopped me in my tracks. I ex amined
them more closely. The pho to grapher had cho reo graphed the streets’
in hab it ants into care ful groups. Most of these in hab it ants were chil‐ 
dren, look ing dir ectly back at me. All of them were bare foot. Some of
them car ried ba bies. One of them had turned her head too quickly
and trans formed her self into a smear, or ghost. As I stared and stared,
I ex per i enced the same shock of dis com bob u la tion Barthes had ex‐ 
per i enced en coun ter ing the pho to graph of Jérôme Bona parte for the
first time. I know you’re dead, but you don’t know you’re dead, I
thought. I knew I had to write about these chil dren.

6

Al ex an der Robert Hogg star ted out as a keen am a teur pho to grapher.
A boy from a lower middle- class rural Ul ster back ground who’d left
school at thir teen to work as a chem ist’s as sist ant, his in terest in lan‐ 
tern slides soon landed him a job with the op tics com pany, Liz ars,
where his ob vi ous tal ents saw him flooded with of fers of work. In
1901, aged thirty, he es tab lished his own busi ness as a “pho to grapher,
lan tern ist and cine ma to grapher” in Trin ity Street, Bel fast (Dic tion ary
of Irish Bio graphy: Hogg. Al ex an der, Robert. Avail able via: <https://w
ww.dib.ie/bio graphy/hogg- alexander-robert-a4060>). Hogg was ad‐ 
di tion ally for tu nate in re ceiv ing mul tiple com mis sions from Bel fast
Cor por a tion over the span of his long ca reer, mean ing that when he
died in 1939, he left be hind an archive of over 5,500 glass- plate neg ‐
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at ives of Bel fast and its cit izens of every class span ning three dec ades
of rapid socio- industrial change.

In the Spring of 1912, Bel fast Cor por a tion com mis sioned Hogg to pho‐ 
to graph slum hous ing in the city slated for de moli tion, some of which
was still in hab ited by Bel fast’s poor. Through this se quence – of
which the five pho to graphs on the walls of the Ul ster Hall are prime
ex amples – we can see how Hogg was drawn to pho to graph ing
working- class chil dren in par tic u lar, ranged against the (ter rible)
back drop of where they lived. The poverty and derel ic tion of the set‐ 
ting coupled with the pathos and vul ner ab il ity of the sub ject are
doubly af fect ing. But is the im pulse be hind these pho to graphs un‐ 
com fort ably voyeur istic, or so cially pro gress ive, or both, sim ul tan‐ 
eously?

8

If we are to credit Hogg with a so cially pro gress ive im pulse, as I do,
then the mech an ics of pho to graphy, the struc tures of its formal rep‐ 
lic a tion, are bound up closely with its in ten ded ef fect. In Cam era Lu‐ 
cida, Barthes char ac ter ises early pho to graphy’s most com pel ling as‐ 
ser tion, when stacked against the beauty and lu min ous sub jectiv it ies
of paint ing, as this happened. “Con trary to these im it a tions, in Pho to‐ 
graphy I can never deny that the thing has been there” (1980� 76). This
claim has rad ical im plic a tions, es pe cially when one thinks of a
middle- class viewer stand ing in the exact spot of the cam era’s aper‐ 
ture, in streets per haps only a mile or two away from where she lives,
but which she would never oth er wise visit. Not only are these ap‐
palling liv ing con di tions true, as serts the pho to graph – at least po ten‐ 
tially. It’s also up to you to try and change them.

9

April 1912 was an un for get table month in the his tory of Bel fast. While
Hogg was work ing on his de moli tion com mis sion, the Ti tanic, de‐ 
signed and built at the Har land and Wolff shipyards for the White
Star Line, sank on its maiden voy age to New York. Be fore she sank,
the dom in ant in ter na tional nar rat ive of Bel fast in 1912 had been one
of busy in dustry; the man u fac ture of un par alleled lux ury. Not only
was the Ti tanic the largest ship ever built. It was also the bright est
ship ever built, boast ing lifts, a gym nas ium, a swim ming pool and a
fully elec tric kit chen. The pho to graphs Hogg took of the city in the
im me di ate af ter math of the cata strophe are so strik ing partly be‐ 
cause they are pho to graphs of the liv ing con di tions, not of the un em ‐
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ployed ne ces sar ily, but of the work ing poor. That the people who
built the largest man- made con struc tion on earth lived in hous ing as
de graded as Hogg ex posed it to be is as com pel ling a ten sion between
‘stu dium’ and ‘punctum’ as death in the midst of life. For all its many
su per lat ives, the Ti tanic still dis ap peared be neath the waves. The
houses Hogg pho to graphed, too, were on the brink of dis ap pear ing.
Just be fore they van ished (a lux ury not af forded the Ti tanic, not ably
not pho to graphed as it sank), Hogg’s cam era cap tured these streets
for pos ter ity, for me to chance upon a cen tury later and be amazed
by.

If Hogg’s pho to graphs of working- class sub jects con sti tute a cry of
out rage against the stag ger ing wealth in equal it ies of Ed war d ian Bel‐ 
fast, many of the pho to graphs in his 1912 de moli tion se quence are
sim ul tan eously ob vi ous aes thetic ob jects, care fully com posed, full of
strik ing con trasts of light and shadow. They are beau ti ful works of art
in their own right. Is this overt aes thet i ciz a tion of Hogg’s sub ject
mat ter, es pe cially of the chil dren he in struc ted and or gan ised into
poses, un set tling? Who is pho to graph ing whom, and why? Are these
im ages falsi fy ing? Are they ap pro pri at ive? I wrote the fol low ing poem
in order to try and ex plore such troub ling ques tions.

11

  Pho to graphs of Bel fast by Al ex an der Robert Hogg
The year the Great Ship Her self
is fit ted out
at the mouth of the Lagan,
 
her pan el ing
drilled through and threaded
with miles of elec tric cables
 
and her gym nas ium
horses fi nally bolted
down –
 
fifty cubic tonnes
of soot
falls over the city
 
in drifts, in rain, in air
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breathed out then in again,
re- textured as dust.
 
He no tices
the stark po ten tial
of tar nished water
 
for the glass- plate pho to graph:
how there are slate tones
and oil i ness to gether
 
and how, in stand ing pools
and run ning drains,
it coats the chil dren’s feet
 
with ubi quit ous, gritty ink.
Al ley ways and back yards
snag on his mind:
 
he can barely pass an entry
without as sess ing
the ef fect the di ag onal
 
pf a port er house roof
be side a street light
might pro duce, whereas
 
to pho to graph a yard
on Little York Street –
its ruin of toppled bricks
 
and broken gut ter ing,
the win dows of its houses,
open holes –
 
is to cast the viewer out
onto the no- man’s land
of her own es tate
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and to prove the eye is banked
as much by what un ravels
as by flint.
 
There is the tidy shop
he makes his tidy liv ing in
selling a wal let
 
of pos sible poses
for pos ter ity: the Father
with his watch- chain,
 
the Sailor on his stool.
But for this com mis sion
from the Cor por a tion
 
he’s send ing home
dis patches from Se bastopol
Street in which
 
a man by the rail ings
ghosts him self
by turn ing his head too soon.
 
One can not tell
if the room in the pho to graph
en titled Num ber 36
 
is in hab ited –
light from the miss ing
upper storey is shaf ted
 
by jut ting planks,
the fire- black walls
are crys tal line
 
and yet out side sim ilar ter races
with crum bling ma sonry
and dark for doors,
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in be draggled
un speak able arcs
he’s con jured with his shil lings,
 
each child strong enough
to man age it
car ries a child.
(Mor ris sey, 2020, 124.)

Though writ ten out of rich con trasts and con tra dic tions – im pelled
into ex ist ence by them, even – poems do not get writ ten to re solve
para doxes. I didn’t in tend to ‘solve’ the ‘prob lem’ of Hogg’s 1912 de‐ 
moli tion se quence in this poem, any more than I had a single opin ion
about it. In stead my aim was to il lu min ate the com plex ity of the sub‐ 
ject mat ter – Hogg look ing at a working- class child; me look ing at
Hogg look ing at a working- class child – to scrub it up like a brass
rub bing, and let it stand.

12

3. The ‘Truth’ of Pho to graphs?
When my son was five years old, co in cid ent ally around the same time
I was writ ing Par al lax, he asked me a ques tion. Is it true, Mummy that
in the olden days everything happened in black and white? Be cause of
the in ven tion of the black- and-white pho to graph, be cause of the ad‐ 
vent of black- and-white film, I think we do be lieve, on some deep
sub lim inal level, that this is the case. It re mains hard for me to ima‐ 
gine the First World War, for ex ample, in col our.

13

A Vic torian pho to graph of New castle Cloth Mar ket was dis covered
only re cently, in 2012, among a box of dis carded glass- plate neg at ives
in the city’s Miners’ In sti tute. (The Guard ian news pa per. Eye wit ness:
New castle Upon Tyne. Fri day 30  March, 2012. Ac cessed via: <http
s://www.the guard ian.com/uk/pic ture/2012/mar/30/eyewitness- n
ewcastle-upon-tyne> ). In this scene salvaged from His tory, in which
every one in the frame is cer tainly dead, we en counter a won der fully
cha ris matic woman, posed as though for an im pres sion ist paint ing,
hand on one hip, a book open on her lap, boldly con front ing the cam‐ 
era in stead of keep ing an eye on her cloth ing stall. Given the year this

14
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pho to graph was taken (1886), everything on view is nat ur ally in black
and white.

Drain ing the world of col our – even if not in ten tional and a mere
con sequence of the lim it a tions of early pho to graphic tech no logy –
re mains an act of drastic falsi fic a tion. “The past is a for eign coun try.
They do things dif fer ently there,” wrote L. P. Hartley in his 1953 novel
The Go- Between. Mar vel lous as this woman is in side her sepia uni‐ 
verse, be cause she is op er at ing in a rad ic ally dif fer ent palette, we un‐ 
con sciously as sume that she is not – that she can not be – the same as
us.

15

My poem ‘A Lie’ ex plores the rad ical falsi fic a tion of the world at the
heart of early pho to graphy just as pho to graphy was being her al ded as
more ac cur ate than any thing that had pre ceded it. By writ ing ‘A Lie’, I
wanted to un der mine the no tion that people in the past are un reach‐ 
able.

16

  A Lie
That their days were not like our days,
the dif fer ent people who lived in sepia –
 
more buttoned, colder, with slower wheels,
shut off, sunk back, in the un wake able house
 
for all we call and knock.
And even the man with the box and the flam ing torch
 
who made his ser vants stand so still
their faces itched can’t offer us what it cost
 
to watch the fore yard being lost
to cream and shadow, the pierced sky
 
placed in a frame. Ir ises under the win dow sill
were the col our of An cient Rome.
(Mor ris sey. 2020� 154)

Here I ima gine the trans ac tion between pho to grapher and pho to‐ 
graphed as im mor tal ity, but at a price. And that the price – the loss of
col our – isn’t worth it.

17
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4. Now You See It. Now You Don’t
Raised in a Com mun ist fam ily in Bel fast dur ing the Troubles, I have an
abid ing fas cin a tion with the USSR. Through my thirties, over a dec‐ 
ade after the Fall of the Ber lin Wall, as a con sequence of read ing his‐ 
tor ies crit ical of the So viet Pro ject such as Or lando Figes’ A People’s
Tragedy, The Rus sian Re volu tion 1891-1924, I found my self com ing to
pain ful terms with the man i fold at ro cit ies of the So viet re gime. A
friend lent me a book about pho to graphy in the So viet Union under
Stalin called The Com mis sar Van ishes: The Falsi fic a tion of Pho to graphs
and Art in Stalin’s Rus sia by David King.

18

In The Com mis sar Van ishes I learned how, at a time when doc tor ing
pho to graphs was not an easy thing to achieve, Stalin es tab lished a
secret Min istry in Mo scow to do ex actly this. As people fell out of fa‐ 
vour with his re gime and were dis patched, to the Gulag, or to the ex‐ 
e cu tion squads, or both (which they did in ex po nen tial num bers as
the 1930s pro gressed), Stalin was des per ate to en sure they would
sim ul tan eously be erased from the pho to graphic re cord it self.

19

The so cially pro gress ive im petus which may (or may not) have in‐ 
formed Hogg’s pho to graphs of Bel fast’s work ing poor, is in ver ted
com pletely in the pho to graphs re pro duced in side the pages of The
Com mis sar Van ishes. In this dysto pian new world, the pho to graph is
not truer than paint ing but rather a lie of the grossest pos sible di‐ 
men sions. It upends Barthes’ de clar at ive state ment, this thing has
been there, by tak ing the thing that has been there and mak ing it dis‐ 
ap pear. People who were in a room in real life, whom the cam era has
du ti fully cap tured, are un can nily ma gicked away, just as un told mil‐ 
lions were ma gicked away dur ing the Ter ror. Here the pho to graph is
not a re cord of a sin gu lar mo ment plucked and salvaged from the
time con tinuum. In stead, the pho to graph is con tin gent on chan ging
whim and cir cum stance. It keeps step with lethal polit ical whimsy. It
is never fin ished.

20

In my poem ‘The Doc tors’, I de scribe pho to graphy as a lan guage, and
the doc tor ing of pho to graphs in the USSR under Stalin as a for eign
lan guage, vi ol ently im posed, which must be mastered if you are to
stand any chance of sur vival under the new re gime.

21



Photographing Time

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

  The Doc tors
In this coun try
they are de sec rat ing pho to graphs –
those that tell the truth of their own flown mo ment
simply as it was, that are naïve as school chil dren
set down in a be wil der ing classroom and bid to speak
their name and place of birth in a for eign tongue,
who re vert, in stinct ively, to their own, as slates
and straps and canes rain down upon them.
 
It is the cam era’s
in her ent gen er os ity of out look
which is more often than not at fault:
the one- whose-name-we-dare-not-whisper
sit ting at break fast with Our Great Leader
on hol i day in the Urals, or idly grind ing his teeth
in a dim com mit tee room, his glasses like mini ature
head lights re flect ing the flash.
 
With scis sors,
nail files, ink and Sel lo tape, he has been van ished –
along side other party op er at ives who touched
His sleeve, or didn’t clap for long enough, or loved
their wives, or laughed, or who poin ted the way
down some rick ety steps as though He needed help –
whole Polit buros cropped to a man, or at most
a hand ful of sur viv ors ranged around a chess table,
 
scratched ab sences
over their shoulders made lu min ous as moons.
It is ad dict ive: the urge to utter a lan guage
both sin gu lar and clean. It is pro gress ive –
how the power to trans form a con spir ator into a pil lar
trans mutes, in turn, to the erad ic a tion
of the ac ci dental as a class of pho to graph:
how lit ter, bleak weather, a sneer,
 
or too many smil ing
par ents who later dis ap peared are also doctored.
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And should any one be missed – turn ing up
in text books be fore the grave ex tent
of their trans gres sion’s been es tab lished –
a na tion’s boys and girls, all trained
in proper par lance, their fin gers stained with soot,
draw over women’s faces black bal loons.
(Mor ris sey. 2020� 147)

In this final image of chil dren de noun cing their eld ers, and in my
through- metaphor of pho to graphy as a lan guage, there are clear links
to George Or well’s 1984. The equi val ent of the doctored pho to graph is
News peak – a con trolled lan guage of sim pli fied gram mar and lim ited
vocab u lary, redol ent with gaps and ab sences, and with the for cibly
ex cised.

22

5. Col our too Soon? The Past as
Dress ing Up
If black and white pho to graphy fals i fies the world, and if pho to graphs
them selves can be ma nip u lated after- the-fact, how ‘true’ is the un‐ 
ma nip u lated col our pho to graph? Here I’d like to turn to the archive of
a pi on eer ing Rus sian pho to grapher work ing at ex actly the same time
as Al ex an der Hogg half a planet away in St Pe ter burg.

23

Sergei Prokúdin- Gorsky was born into an ar is to cratic Rus sian fam ily
in 1863. He star ted out as a chem ist, ex per i ment ing with trip lic ate
lan tern slides, and quickly be came fam ous for his in nov at ive col our
pho to graphy tech nique. After cap tur ing Leo Tol stoy in a cas ual blue
shirt and black boots sit ting in a brown wicker chair at the gates of
his es tate in 1808, Prokúdin- Gorsky be came an overnight sen sa tion.
De mand ing his own col our por trait, Tsar Nich olas II was so de lighted
with the res ult he in stantly gif ted Prokúdin- Gorsky a steam train
(with one of the car riages con ver ted to a dark room) and dis patched
him to pho to graph the peoples of the Rus sian Em pire on a jour ney
that would take over six years.

24

In ad di tion to oc cupy ing roughly the same time frame in his tory, both
Hogg and Prokúdin- Gorsky were na tion ally fam ous within their own
coun tries. Both were pho to graphic en tre pren eurs, set ting them selves
up and run ning suc cess ful busi nesses. Both landed luc rat ive pub lic

25
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roles, even if, as Tsar Nich olas II’s of fi cial pho to grapher, Prokúdin- 
Gorsky moved in rather more el ev ated na tional circles than Hogg.
Both were com mis sioned to doc u ment, archive and col lect pho to‐ 
graphic rep res ent a tions of their re spect ive State’s sub jects. But the
simple yet fun da mental dif fer ence which di vides them – that Hogg
took black- and-white pho to graphs, while Prokúdin- Gorsky took
pho to graphs in col our – drastic ally sep ar ates their work.

Now housed in the Lib rary of Con gress in Wash ing ton and care fully
di git ised, you can ac cess the en tire Prokudin- Gorsky pho to graphic
archive here: <https://www.loc.gov/pic tures/col lec tion/prok/>. He
pho to graphed every one he came across: farm ers and women, chil‐ 
dren and pat ri archs, sail ors and re spect able minor gentry; people of
dif fer ent eth ni cit ies; rural agrarian work ers and townspeople. He
pho to graphed vil la gers ar ranged in their tra di tional clothes, under
blind ingly blue, mid- continent skies. He pho to graphed the white‐ 
washed bel fries and golden domes of Or tho dox mon as ter ies. And the
pho to graphs he took on his long odys sey around the Rus sian Em pire
are so start ling be cause they are so col our ful – so coun ter in tu it ively
col our ful. Col our was both his method and his most pro voc at ive
calling- card, and that he achieved all this in the years pre ced ing the
Bolshevik Re volu tion is one of his work’s most sur pris ing as pects.

26

Dur ing my child hood, I ab sorbed a nar rat ive of the Rus sian Re volu‐ 
tion which framed the coup d’état by the Bolshev iks in Oc to ber 1917
as es sen tially mod ern ising – as a move ment de signed to haul the
enorm ous, sprawl ing, back ward, feudal Tsar ist em pire kick ing and
scream ing into the twen ti eth cen tury. Fa mil iar with the agit prop
posters of the era, pre dom in antly de signed in vi brant blues, yel lows
and of course reds, I ab sorbed the non sensical no tion that, just as the
Beatles had brought col our to Bri tain in 1963 (a non sensical no tion all
its own), the Rus sian Re volu tion had brought col our to Rus sia in 1917.
The agit prop posters proved it, while the agit- trains brought the
posters that proved it to the far- flung peoples of the old- Russian-
Empire in the middle of the eu phoric, bloody, trau matic pro cess of
morph ing into the So viet Union.

27

Though it didn’t fol low the French ex ample, and ac tu ally change the
names of the years, I still be lieved the Rus sian Re volu tion had been so
earth- shattering it had ef fect ively severed time, in order to start it all

28

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/prok/
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over again, with the con sequence that everything black- and-white
fell on one side of 1917, and everything brightly col oured on the other.
On the old side of 1917, so my skewed logic ran: ag ri cul tural serf dom
and tyr an nous priests. On the new side of 1917� the po etry of Vladi mir
Mayakovsky and hy dro elec tric dams, for in the words of Lenin him‐ 
self, hadn’t Com mun ism equalled So viet power plus the elec tri fic a tion
of the whole coun try?

Prokudin- Gorsky’s pho to graphs upen ded all such lazy as sump tions.
For here were Shtetl girls in their ma roon and lav ender head scarves
and ver mil lion ap rons stand ing out side a barn door in 1913 look ing
like girls I knew, like a girl I could have been my self even, rather than
girls from the dim, pre- revolutionary, mono tone past. Far from being
back ward, uni form, mired in mud, Tsar ist Rus sia, it seemed, had been
gaudy and bright after all. Just as the pho to graph of Jérôme had done
for Barthes, these im ages not only upset my un der stand ing of his tory,
they brought his tory ver ti gin ously close. And I knew I had to write
about these pho to graphs, too, if only to ex plore the para dox ical sense
that Prokúdin- Gorsky’s Rus sian sub jects weren’t really from 1913 at
all, but were rather im posters, people like me, from today, dress ing
up. I couldn’t es cape the no tion that the col our in these pho to graphs
of Tsar ist Rus sia ef fect ively time- stamped them an elab or ate for gery.
In On Bal ance, the col lec tion after Par al lax in which my poem about
the Prokúdin- Gorsky archive first ap peared, my final poem about
pho to graphy and time (for I had reached the end of a rich cre at ive
seam) is laid out in land scape rather than por trait mode. This way, as
well as read ing a poem, the reader is sim ul tan eously scan ning an
image. ‘Col our Pho to graphs of Tsar ist Rus sia’, suit ably for a poem in
the ek phrastic mode, is ty po graph ic ally skewed to wards the visual.

29

  Col our Pho to graphs of Tsar ist Rus sia
Be cause of so much col our – purples greens and blues, yel low, cop per
reds –
where we least ex pect it, Prokudin- Gorsky’s out post vil la gers seem
more like us
dressed up than like them selves, pos ing in a past be queathed to them
in snatches
rather than in ter rup ted from the task at hand. The girls look mis‐ 
matched,



Photographing Time

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

over fit ted, stuffed into what was left after the trav el ling theatre’s cos‐ 
tume box
got ran sacked. Old at seven, el bows out and ser i ous as tax in spect ors,
in layered skirts so beet root they could have been soaked in soup,
these three prof fer china plates of forest ber ries in varie gated shades
–
iris, magenta, plum – which ri co chet in turn as a kind of rhyme
off floral handker chiefs, pleated ap rons, blouses, but tons, cuffs
dipped in dyes we haven’t seen the like of. They can’t be com fort able
–
or are they merely wil ful, stay ing put on the wrong side of the cen‐ 
tury,
re fus ing to wear trousers? The cerise shirt on the back of the man
in the open- shaft iron mine, rest ing on his shovel, the barge haulers,
wood cut ters and troops of ri ver boat men in vests the col our of duck
eggs
turn ‘Volga Work Parties, 1905’ into a room next door we might briefly
visit
where noth ing would sur prise us. Want to see my boots? asks a fore‐ 
man,
tip ping up one foot at a cocky angle. The head scarf on his wife ig nites
a meadow.
And if, be cause they’re richer, liv ing in a town, or in thrall to Queen
Vic toria
and her calam it ous black, some people have fought back their spec‐ 
tral natures,
choos ing in stead to ap pear to us both looped- at-the-waist and dark,
the build ings
be hind them haven’t: whole streets rise sea shell pink or powder blue
out of the middle pic ture, ringing the rad ical bells of them selves for
miles around.
Over Golódnaya Stiep, or Starving Steppe, the weather co- operates
also:
this sky ex actly half of what’s been taken two shades brighter than
lazuli
with no rain cloud in sight is as good as God’s prom ise to Ish mael
for the women scyth ing a hay field un der neath it. Tashkent.
Archangel. Samarkand.
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Here’s he’s stopped for a mo ment en route (these days his per petual
state)
for a rare self- portrait: hat ted, mous ta chioed, be spec tacled, thin,
Chief Pho to grapher to the Tsar. You can tell he’s already dis trac ted
by the thought of his railway- car-darkroom, a gift from Nich olas
him self,
where the three magic fil ters for his new magic lan tern will ap prox‐ 
im ate what was there.
This par tic u lar Babushka on this par tic u lar ver anda on this par tic u lar
even ing
in this par tic u lar sum mer is spin ning a skein of wool. To mor row night
is bath night.
In the morn ing, she’ll step out of the clothes she owns, in clud ing her
footcloths,
and into her second shift, boil a cop per of water, slosh and sluice
them clean
with a stick of birch, then hang them out to dry all day, like the flags
of a con tin ent’s coun tries strung across her garden, so that af ter‐ 
wards,
her hair de- gritted and every pore alive, not a single un washed item
touches her skin.
(Mor ris sey. 2020� 216-217)
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English
‘Pho to graph ing Time’ traces the in flu ence of two co termin ous early pho to‐ 
graph ers, Al ex an der Robert Hogg of Bel fast, Ire land (1870-1939) and Sergei
Prokúdin- Gorsky of St Peters burg, Rus sia (1863-1944) on my own prac tice as
a poet. I have writ ten ex tens ively about early pho to graphy, par tic u larly
(though not ex clus ively) in my col lec tion Par al lax (2012): a work whose very
title is a pho to graphic term, and which func tions as an ex ten ded med it a tion
on mor tal ity, socio- economic in equal ity, the aes thet ics and eth ics of fram‐ 
ing, and the know ab il ity – or oth er wise – of his tor ical fact.

Français
« Pho to gra phing Time » re trace l'in fluence de deux pho to graphes des an‐ 
nées 1920-1930, Alexan der Ro bert Hogg de Bel fast, Ir lande (1870-1939) et
Ser gei Prokúdin- Gorsky de Saint- Pétersbourg, Rus sie (1863-1944) sur ma
propre pra tique en tant que poète. J'ai beau coup écrit sur les dé buts de la
pho to gra phie, en par ti cu lier (mais pas ex clu si ve ment) dans mon re cueil Pa‐ 
ral lax (2012). Cet ou vrage, dont le titre même est un terme pho to gra phique,
consti tue une longue mé di ta tion sur la mor ta li té, les in éga li tés socio- 
économiques, l'es thé tique et l'éthique du ca drage, ainsi que sur la pos si bi li té
de connaître - ou non - les faits his to riques.
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